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‘Thinking’ vs ‘Feeling’ words Example chart:

Participants
Undergraduate students from: 

Canada (n=230)

China (n=109) 

Findings
Participants were asked: In your own words, please define “trust.”  Data were examined using a priori categories of affective 
and cognitive descriptors (feeling vs thinking or believing words). Independent sample Mann-Whitney U tests indicated no 
gender differences, however cultural differences were revealed. Canadians tended to describe trust in cognitive terms; less 
often in affective terms. In contrast, Chinese respondents rarely used cognitive terms. Findings suggest individualist contexts 
result in trust as a more calculated decision, while in collectivistic contexts trust is based much more on emotions..

RATIONALE
McAllister (1995) defines trust as the extent one is confident and willing to act on the words, actions, and decisions of another 
and distinguishes trust as either cognitive- or affective-based. Empirical work supports this two-dimensional model in different
cultural contexts; however, research on sex differences in expression of trust is mixed. 

Little research has explored descriptors of trust at a general level. This research examines words used to define or explain “what 
trust is.” Gender egalitarianism (GE; GLOBE, 2004) refers to the extent to which gender roles are normalized in a cultural 
context. It was expected that countries high on GE would use more cognitive descriptors of trust. Two countries distal on GE 
were compared. 

Future Research
Understanding the cognitive and affective bases of 
trust can have important implications for organizational 
research. As trust is a component of high quality 
leader-follower relationships as well as co-worker 
relationships, understanding the mechanisms by which 
trust is built can lead to better diversity management 
interventions in organizations. 

As globalization impacts many large corporations, 
understanding cultural differences in trust would 
facilitate trust building as employees increasingly work 
with individuals who are culturally different. Future 
research could explore how cultural expectations 
around role relationships within organizations affect 
the degree to which trust is extended to others within 
organizations.

Define trust in your own words:

Cognitive 
Descriptors

Affective 
Descriptors

Providing assistance… A feeling…

Having confidence 
in…

Believing in…

Ability… Being vulnerable…

Not having to worry… Having faith in…

Commitment… Being open…

Being able to rely on… Supporting…

Discussion 
Cultural differences in trust can be examined by contrasting the collectivist “trust as attitude” and an individualistic “trust as 
choice” (Li, 2008). Involved in this is the notion of “Guanxi”: a socio-emotional bond inherent, and arguably unique, to Chinese 
culture (Chua, Morris & Ingram, 2009). Guanxi uses a familial bonding structure, woven into the workplace through adherence 
to specific social scripts and edict, which is not typical in Western culture. Adherence to these social scripts allows individuals 
to predict the actions of others with a degree of real or perceived reliability. This reliance on socially constructed heuristics 
allows Chinese individuals in this study to skirt the consistent re-appraisal of trust in co-workers, thus creating a predisposed 
attitude of trust once adherence to the social script is confirmed. This has the potential to reduce the need for a cognitive, 
or reason based, perspective of trust, given that the mutual social script allows for much of this to be subsumed into a familial 
trust model with well-defined social roles and predicative qualities.

Individualistic cultures, specifically North American, are arguably more dynamic, unpredictable and adversarial regarding the 
nature of trust compared to the concept of guanxi. With the lack of structured social scripts that allow for the prediction of 
individual behavior, consistent appraisal of individuals and contextual aspects of behavior necessitates a reliance on cognitive 
constructs to dictate individual trustworthiness and thus situates trust as individual choice.


